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ABSTRACT 

 

Introduction 

 

Global trends have seen a decline in the rates of breastfeeding. This has resulted in 

increased infant mortality due to infectious diseases and inappropriate feeding practices. The 

decline in breastfeeding rates is attributed partly to increased and aggressive marketing of 

breastmilk supplements by companies that produce them, despite several regulations 

prohibiting marketing targeted at parents and caregivers of children less than six months of 

age. With the progressive use of social media, marketing has shifted from traditional methods 

to the use of influencers, who command a huge following on their social media accounts and 

influence the daily decisions of the thousands and sometimes millions of people who follow 

them. This study investigates the marketing of breastmilk substitutes in relation to crying and 

sleeping and posseting by companies using South African Instagram influencers. 

Methods 

 

This was a retrospective study, which used a mixed methods approach to analyse posts 

related to infant feeding methods that were made by South African Instagram influencers 

between January 2018 to December 2020. A total of seven influencers, their 62 Instagram 

posts and 18 333 subsequent follower comments were included in the sample. Framing 

analysis was used to analyse qualitative data in NVivo 12 software while quantitative data 

were analysed manually. 

Results 

 

Of the 62 posts that addressed infant feeding methods from the 7 influencers, 27 were 

manufacturer-sponsored advertisements (some of which violated local regulations), while 35 

posts encouraged breastfeeding. The main qualitative themes showed that breastmilk 

substitute products are portrayed as solutions to infants who constantly cry and have trouble 

with sleep. This is done by manufacturers through influencers, who are paid to market these 

products to their followers, depicting this as their own personal methods of infant feeding. 

Breastfeeding posts were not sponsored. 
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Conclusion 

 

Closer monitoring of social media and stiffer regulations should be enforced for 

companies marketing BMS on social media. Influencers and health professionals giving 

advice contrary to the guidelines from the WHO should be reported according to Regulation 

991 and made accountable. Nevertheless, the potential for Instagram influencers to promote 

and normalise breastfeeding should be considered by health communicators. 
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DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS 

 

Breast milk substitutes - any foods or liquids that are marketed or presented as a total or 

partial replacement of breast milk (1) 

Influencer Marketing – utilising the services of individuals who have influence on the 

decisions of potential buyers and orienting marketing activities around these individuals 

to drive a message to the individuals that follow them (4) 

 

Influencers - social media personalities who have achieved credibility in a certain 

industry from regularly posting various content on their pages (2) 

Pacifier/ Dummy – a soothing device made of plastic or rubber that is used to calm 

babies (6) 

R991 Regulations – Regulations relating to food stuffs of infants and young children, 

developed to ensure responsible marketing by manufacturers (5) 

Social media – platforms for electronic networking and communication, where users 

create communities online and are able to share information, personal messages and 

other content (3) 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

 

While this research report is being submitted in manuscript form, additional chapters are 

included that enable expanded explanation of key study elements. The overall structure of the 

report includes the Introduction and then moves on to the Manuscript chapter, which 

comprises the methods, results, discussion, conclusion and recommendations of the study 

formatted for a particular journal. This is followed by a short chapter that describe additional 

results that were part of the overall research, but not included in the manuscript. The report 

then concludes with the overall discussion, conclusions and recommendations that 

correspond to the overall aim and objectives of the research.  

 

The Introduction chapter describes the importance of the study and the impact of the 

marketing of breastmilk substitutes (BMS) on the infant feeding decisions that parents, and 

caregivers make and subsequently to the health of the infants. The chapter includes the 

background of why the topic was researched, the literature review, a problem statement, the 

justification for conducting the study due to the public health implications of the marketing of 

BMS and the study aim and objectives.  

 

1.1 Background 

Exclusive breastfeeding (EBF) is the feeding of infants with breast milk only for the first 

six months of life, with no other liquids or solids given, except oral rehydration solution, 

vitamin drops or syrup and minerals or medicines (7).  The World Health Organization 

(WHO) emphasizes the importance of exclusive breastfeeding as an effective way to achieve 

optimal growth and health among infants (7). Exclusively breastfeeding infants for the first 

six months of life has the potential of saving 1.3 million children from dying if universal 

coverage were to be increased by 90% (8). According to the WHO, EBF reduces gastro-

intestinal infections, stunted growth and allergic reactions (7). Accumulated international 

research by the Bellagio Child Survival Group found that infants under six months who are 

not breastfed are seven times more likely to be at risk from death due to diarrhoea and five 

times more likely to be at risk of death from pneumonia compared to those who are breastfed 

(9). Mothers who breastfeed are at a lower risk of maternal obesity and have a smaller waist 

circumference which lowers their risk of diabetes mellitus (10). Breastfeeding also has a 
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protective effect against breast cancer, and this protection seems greater for women who have 

extended periods of breastfeeding in their lifetime (11). Apart from its benefits to the mother, 

EBF has also been shown to reduce the rates of infant morbidity and mortality associated 

with infectious diseases in both low and high income settings (7). 

Globally, only 42% of new-born babies are breastfed within the first hour of birth and 

two in five infants are exclusively breastfed within the first six months of life, while less than 

three quarters of children aged 12-15 months are still breastfed (8). South Africa is similarly 

affected, with the rate of breastfeeding remaining low despite breastfeeding promotion being 

a national health priority (12). Estimates for EBF for children under six months ranges from 

8% (13) to 32% (14), and the percentage of children who are breastfed tends to decrease 

during the course of the six months, from 44% among infants aged 0-1 month to 24% among 

infants aged 4-5 months (8).  Despite WHO recommendations for continued on demand 

breastfeeding up two years of age and beyond, South Africa’s breastfeeding rates tend to 

decrease rapidly after six months of age (13).  

Problems with excessive crying and sleeping and posseting, also known as “spitting up”, 

are found in approximately 20% of infants (15),and have been shown to be major factors that 

determine parental decisions for infant feeding methods (16). Maternal stress, which affects 

the general health of the mother, has an effect on the quantity and quality of milk produced 

(17). This, in combination with an infant who seems to be constantly hungry, has been found 

to be motivating factors for a mother to initiate alternate feeding methods (18).  Studies have 

shown that constant crying by infants is also often associated with the perception that the 

mother has inadequate breastmilk thereby resorting to the use of breastmilk substitutes (15). 

 

Breastmilk Substitutes are defined as any foods that are marketed or presented as a total 

or partial replacement of breast milk (19). The WHO recommends exclusive breastfeeding 

for the first six months of life; therefore any food or drink advertised for children less than six 

months of age is regarded as BMS (7). These include but are not limited to juices or teas, 

waters, processed foods or any other products marketed to be suitable for children less than 

six months of age (14). Breastfeeding is also recommended up to two years or beyond, 

therefore any milk products marketed to replace the breastmilk part of a child’s diet between 

six months and two years are considered as BMS (14). Teats and bottles are also implied by 

the  International Code for Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes (ICMBMS or herein, the 
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Code), while UNICEF and countries like Vietnam has expanded this definition to include the 

marketing of soothers / pacifiers as a violation of national legislation, according to their 

decree on the trading in and use of nutritious products for infants, feeding bottles and teats 

(20). For the purpose of this research, this wider definition of BMS is adopted, although the 

marketing of soothers or pacifiers would not be considered a strict violation of the regulations 

relating to foodstuffs for infants and young children in many countries, including South 

Africa. 

Marketing through advertisements has been shown to have an influence on social norms 

through illustrating that certain behaviours are common and acceptable in the population 

(21). As such, companies producing BMS use aggressive marketing tactics in order to push 

the sale of their products (21). Some of these tactics include donating formula to new mothers 

and offering of gifts to healthcare workers for them to advocate for their products (22). With 

the intensified use of the internet and social media, most companies are shifting to the use of 

social media to market their products through influencers (23). Influencers are social media 

personalities who have achieved credibility in a certain industry from regularly posting 

various content on their pages (24). Social media influencers are usually people who have 

acquired a large followership on their social media accounts and are paid by companies to 

market their products (24). The paid collaborations between companies and social media 

influencers are usually recognized by the caption “sponsored post”, which reflects that a 

third-party source sponsors the content being shared (25). Recently, BMS manufacturers have 

been known to pay influencers to market their products for them, taking advantage of their 

huge followership and the credibility assigned to them by their followers. This has the 

potential of causing a significant decrease in the WHO recommended breastfeeding practices 

for infants less than two years of age (26).  

 

The level of indiscriminate marketing practised by the influencers on the manufacturers’ 

behalf can be harmful to the public through the building up of brand recognition, and this 

leads to inappropriate or unnecessary purchasing of BMS (21). The conceptual framework 

shown in Figure 1 is from a published study on the impact of marketing of BMS on WHO 

recommended breastfeeding practises (21). Based on the Theory of Planned Behaviour (27), 

the framework illustrates the impact that marketing has on the decision to use BMS. Of 

interest to this study is the marketing to the public through advice to use formula by 
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influencers on social media, creating social norms and attitudes which favour BMS, and lack 

of confidence of the mother to breastfeed, resulting in sub-optimal feeding as shown in the 

framework below.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework for the effect of BMS marketing on breastfeeding 

practices (21). 

 

This framework echoes various other studies which found that BMS marketing has an 

impact on the mother’s self-efficacy to breastfeed (28, 29). Marketing also creates social 

norms that favour the use of BMS and this leads to sub-optimal breastfeeding (21). 

 

In order to mitigate unnecessary and improper use of BMS, and as a way of promoting 

safe and adequate nutrition for infants and young children, the International Code of 

Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes (the Code) was developed by the Twenty-Seventh World 

Health Assembly (WHA) in 1981 (14). Member countries subsequently developed their own 

guidelines to regulate the marketing of BMS in their countries. In South Africa, Regulations 

relating to foodstuffs for infants and young children, Regulation 991 (R991) were developed 

to enforce the Code (30) .According to R991, BMS manufacturers should not contact 
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members of the public to advertise their products, including on social media sites. Article five 

of the Code states that the advertising or promotion, and provision of BMS to women, 

mothers or members of their families directly or indirectly should not be done; advertising at 

point of sale or giving samples or promotion of devices with the intention to promote sales of 

BMS or bottle feeding and direct contact by marketing personnel is also prohibited (19). 

Despite the Code and R991, research has shown that companies producing BMS still market 

their products contradicting clauses of the regulations and have progressively moved to the 

use of the internet and various social media sites (31). 

1.2 Literature review 

The following review establishes what is known about the influence of advertising on 

behaviour, with a particular focus on BMS and social media in the context of regulations and 

building on what has already been presented. The review outline defines how framing and 

discourse are applied to influence consumer behaviour, and choices for infant feeding 

methods. 

1.2.1 Breast Milk Substitutes marketing 

 

In 2014, global sales from BMS totalled US$ 44.8 billion, (1) and by 2018, the sales 

were expected to have risen to US$ 60 billion, with an expectation of a 10% compound 

annual growth rate from 2019 to 2025 (32) .  In many low- and middle – income countries 

(LMICs), including South Africa, the growth in sales of BMS exceeds 10% annually, 

compared to high income countries where it is stagnant (21). Companies producing BMS 

have practiced aggressive marketing of their products, leading to the increase in sales, 

thereby undermining the efforts towards the promotion and improvements of EBF (22). 

1.2.2 Marketing of BMS through social media influencers. 

 

South Africa has a population of about 57 million people, 31 million of which are 

internet users and 18 million are active social media users (33). The internet penetration in 

South Africa currently measures above half the total population, and access to the internet is 

done through the workplace, place of study, internet café, or at home (34). Mobile internet 

users in the country between the period of 2018 to 2020 increased from 44.96% to 57.3% of 
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the total population (35). Despite South Africa being ranked as having some of Africa’s most 

expensive data, (36) once most South Africans experience the internet and the possibilities it 

presents, it becomes an important part of their lives (37). With such a wide usership in the 

country, social media platforms are used to provide quick information, to serve as a content 

hub for a variety of topics, to enable users to connect virtually with people of similar views 

and, recently, as a marketing hub for various products through the use of influencers (38). 

Social media influencers are people who have access to a large audience and therefore have 

the ability to persuade other people’s decisions concerning a variety of issues (25). Instagram 

verifies influencers by virtue of their authenticity and reach, thereby giving them a “blue 

tick”, which is also called a verification badge. Social media users follow the lives of the 

influencers, who, through using particular execution techniques, market various products and 

make it seem like they are living their natural lives rather than advertising (25). 

Research has shown that companies producing BMS are increasingly using these 

influencers to promote and sell their products (26). Based on the tenets of influencer 

marketing, companies are using social media influencers as their brand ambassadors, some of 

whom have thousands and sometimes millions of followers on a plethora of social media 

platforms, including Instagram (25). Customers often perceive the messages relayed by the 

influencers to be reliable and are therefore compelled to follow the recommendations that 

they prescribe (25). Results from a study conducted in America showed that social media, 

through influencers, is used by BMS manufacturers and pharmaceutical companies for 

advertising directly to the consumer to promote products, create communities around the use 

of the products and to contribute to dialogues about infant feeding (39). There is limited 

research available on social media marketing of BMS in LMICs. 

1.2.3 Framing and discourse to influence consumer uptake of BMS on social media 

 

Some practices by companies may not be clear violations of the Code, but are of concern 

nonetheless because of their potential to influence infant feeding decisions by consumers 

(31). A study conducted on American social media sites showed that BMS companies, 

through allowing users to post comments and/or testimonials about their products, provided 

ample marketing of their products; this has an effect on the decision making process for the 

consumers by allowing users to repost, share or like the content, which provides greater 

exposure to other users, including those without formula feeding intentions (39). The same 
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study revealed that use of images idealizing formula feeding is also done on the social media 

platforms, where there is also creation of certain online communities around formula foods, 

which has been found to potentially perpetuate certain norms around breastfeeding, including 

that EBF is unachievable. Manufacturers have also used healthcare professionals to respond 

to user questions on breastfeeding (40). Although the Code prohibits the use of these 

professionals in the advertising of breastfeeding supplements, their presence on the social 

media platforms of the manufacturers draws traffic to the sites, exposing consumers to their 

marketing content.  

1.2.4 Associations of crying, sleeping and posseting and BMS 

 

Neonatal irritability has been found to cause discontinuation of breastfeeding and 

introduction of solids, linked to the perception that the infant is underfed (41). Several studies 

have also found that feeding methods affect the sleeping habit of an infant (31,32). Both these 

and other factors influence the mother’s decision of which infant feeding method she will 

use. There is lack of information on the association of posseting and use of BMS. 

 

1.2.5 Efforts to enforce regulations 

 

The Network for Global Monitoring and Support for Implementation of the International 

Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes and subsequent relevant World Health 

Assembly Resolutions (NetCode) has developed a toolkit to reinforce the monitoring of the 

ICMBMS through providing protocols and tools for ongoing monitoring of adherence to the 

Code in member countries, and a periodic assessment protocol (43).  These protocols provide 

practical guidance on imposing sanctions when the Code has been violated. 

Specific to digital marketing of BMS, in February 2020, the Executive Board for the 

World Health Assembly requested the Director General to review current evidence and 

prepare a scope to report on the impact of digital marketing strategies for the promotion of 

BMS (44). From the WHA perspective, digital marketing of BMS is high on the agenda, and 

in November 2020, Agenda item 73/4 addendum 2 on maternal, infant and young child 

nutrition was published. This states that “the 73rd WHA requests that the Director-General:  

review current evidence and prepare a comprehensive report to understand the scope and 

impact of digital marketing strategies for the promotion of breast-milk substitutes” (44). The 
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publishing of this agenda highlights some of the efforts done towards monitoring of 

advertising of BMS in the digital platform. 

 

Despite the regulations developed, efforts towards the promotion and improvements of 

EBF rates due to continued and aggressive marketing by companies producing BMS have 

been weakened (45).  With the Code, even if a country has not incorporated the Code into 

legislation or policy, local and international manufacturers have to comply (14). There are 

also consequences for not complying with the other regulations. For example, penalties 

applicable for contravening Regulation 991(19) include a fine or imprisonment for a period 

not exceeding six months or both on first conviction with the penalty becoming stiffer for 

subsequent convictions.  To date, however, there is no published evidence of penalties being 

applied in the South African context. This is attributed to a lack of capacity to enforce the 

Code in the country and a shortage of environmental health practitioners, who are responsible 

for monitoring adherence to regulations of the Foodstuffs, Cosmetics and Disinfectants Act 

(14). In some countries, for example Cambodia, steps have been taken towards monitoring of 

the Code. This was done through development of four checklists in May 2016, which are 

used to monitor compliance with the Code in the country (46). Activities done in this country 

include monitoring and evaluating the Code in four provinces and doing  spot check visits for 

national and subnational levels (46). 

1.3 Problem statement 

South Africa has sub-optimal exclusive and extended breastfeeding rates (13). Despite 

the various codes and regulations developed by the WHO and other international 

organisations, as well as the local Regulation 991, marketing of BMS by companies is known 

to happen and this contributes to the suboptimal breastfeeding levels. Social media, through 

influencers, has developed into an important vehicle for disseminating infant feeding 

information (31), potentially contributing to parents’ decision for infant feeding methods.  

1.4 Justification 

The WHO is currently conducting a study that focuses on the marketing of BMS in 

relation to crying, sleeping, and posseting in print media, with a hypothesis that linking 

products to the resolution to these common issues may be undermining breastfeeding.  This is 
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also aligned with the WHA ‘s interest in digital marketing of BMS, with the publishing of 

Agenda item 73/4 addendum 2 on maternal, infant and young child nutrition, which requires 

that the Director General prepares a report that highlights the scope and marketing of BMS 

substitutes on the digital space. However, as parents shift to social media for their 

information, there is a need to explore that communication channel as well. Although studies 

of social media’s influence on infant feeding have been carried out elsewhere (23) there is a 

paucity of studies of the sort in South Africa. Instagram was selected as the platform of 

interest given its popularity as a social media platform in the country (47). In 2012, the 

platform had 100 000 users, but by 2013, the users increased by more than half a million, 

indicating the exponential growth of the platform’s usership in the country (38).This study 

adds to the scarce literature on how social media portrays infant feeding in the context of 

crying, posseting and sleeping. This includes how BMS companies market their products 

through influencers as well as how influencers may also be engaged to promote 

breastfeeding.  

1.5 Research question 

 How are infant feeding methods, particularly BMS, being marketed on selected South 

African Instagram influencers’ handles in relation to crying, sleeping and posseting? 

1.6 Aim 

The study aimed to investigate how infant feeding options, particularly BMS, are 

presented by selected South African Instagram influencers to parents and caregivers with 

regards to crying, sleeping and posseting of infants during the first two years of life between 

2018 and 2020. 

1.7 Objectives 

1. To describe the frequency of selected Instagram influencer posts on infant feeding 

methods overall and in relation to crying, sleeping and posseting during the first two 

years of life during the study period. 

2. To describe how BMS are framed on Instagram in relation to crying, sleeping and 

posseting during the first two years of life during the study period. 
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3.  To explore the conversations on infant feeding between the selected influencers and their 

followers on Instagram during the study period. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2. MANUSCRIPT: INTERNATIONAL BREASTFEEDING 

JOURNAL (6323 words) 

 

Manuscript Preamble 

 

This chapter has been formatted according to the International Breastfeeding Journal author 

guidelines. A detailed description of the author guidelines and the link to the journal can be 

found in Appendix 3. However, the spelling (South African) and referencing (Vancouver) for 

the manuscript is aligned to Wits research report requirements and page numbering is aligned 

to the overall report. These will be updated prior to submission to the journal in accordance 

with the journal guidelines. Finally, the references that would usually be found at the end of 

this manuscript are located at the end of the overall report. 
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Abstract [350] 1 

Background 2 

Globally, there has been a decline in the rates of breastfeeding. This has resulted in 3 

increased infant mortality due to infectious diseases and inappropriate feeding practices. The 4 

decline in breastfeeding rates is attributed to increased and aggressive marketing of 5 

breastmilk supplements by manufacturers, despite regulations prohibiting this. With the 6 

progressive use of social media, marketing has shifted from traditional methods to the use of 7 

influencers, who command a huge following on their social media accounts and influence the 8 

daily decisions of the thousands and sometimes millions of people who follow them. This 9 

study investigates the infant feeding methods promoted by influencers in relation to crying 10 

and sleeping and posseting and the responses from their followers. 11 

Methods 12 

This was a retrospective study, which used a mixed methods approach to analyse posts 13 

related to infant feeding methods that were made by seven South African Instagram 14 

influencers between the period of January 2018 to December 2020. Framework analysis was 15 

used to analyse qualitative data and quantitative data were analysed manually. 16 

Results 17 

From the 62 posts that were analysed, 27 were sponsored advertisements (some violating 18 

local regulations) and 35 posts promoted breastfeeding. The 18 333 follower comments and 19 

918 299 likes in response to the posts were also analysed. The main themes from the research 20 

showed that influencers presented breastmilk substitutes as a solution for a child who cries a 21 

lot and has trouble sleeping. Breastmilk substitutes were also considered helpful for children 22 
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who are seemingly always hungry and were not satisfied with breastmilk alone. There were 23 

no discussions around posseting. The study also found that some influencers promoted 24 

breastfeeding on their Instagram pages. Unlike sponsored breastmilk substitute posts, 25 

breastfeeding posts were not sponsored. With a few exceptions, followers tended to support 26 

and reinforce the framing of influencers. 27 

Conclusion 28 

Stiffer regulations should be enforced against companies using influencers to promote 29 

their BMS products, with proactive monitoring of social media. Professionals giving advice 30 

contrary to the guidelines from the WHO should be reported according to Regulation 991 and 31 

made accountable. This study suggests that engagement with Instagram influencers to 32 

promote breastfeeding should be considered.  33 

Keywords 34 

Breast milk substitutes, Instagram influencers, Crying, Sleeping, Posseting, Infant feeding, 35 

South Africa 36 

 37 

 38 

 39 

 40 

 41 

 42 
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Background 43 

There are many studies that highlight the importance of breastfeeding in maternal and 44 

child health. Some noted advantages include protection against diarrhoeal diseases, 45 

improvements in the lifelong health of the child, psychosocial and socio-economic benefits 46 

for both the mother and the child and significant reduction in infant morbidity and mortality 47 

(48). In South Africa, breastfeeding promotion is a national health priority; however, the 48 

country still has sub-optimal breastfeeding rates (12). For children under six months of age, 49 

the estimated Exclusive Breastfeeding (EBF) rates are between 8% to 32%, while for infants 50 

between 0-1 month it is estimated to be 44%, and this declines as the child gets older, 51 

between 4 -5 months to 24 % (8).  52 

Problems with excessive crying, sleeping and posseting or “spitting up” are found in 53 

approximately 20% of children and have been known to inform the parental decisions for 54 

alternate infant feeding methods (15). Constant crying is also linked to inadequate milk 55 

production by the mother and in addition, an infant who seems continuously hungry 56 

motivates the initiation of alternate feeding methods (49). Companies that produce breastmilk 57 

substitutes (BMS) have been known to market their products in ways that present BMS as 58 

solutions for infants who struggle with the abovementioned problems. As a result of this, 59 

breastfeeding rates have significantly dropped due to the aggressive advertising tactics used 60 

by companies when marketing their products (21). 61 

 In response to an increase in marketing by BMS manufacturers and the subsequent 62 

increase in infant mortality rates, the International Code for the Marketing of Breastmilk 63 

Substitutes (ICMBMS) was developed by the World Health Assembly (WHA) in 1981, 64 

herein referred to as the Code. The Code has various articles and subsequent resolutions 65 

which regulate how governments, health systems and health care workers provide guidance 66 
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relating to Infant and Young Child Feeding (IYCF). The Code also monitors responsible 67 

marketing and labelling of BMS by manufacturers (50).  68 

 Drawing from the precepts of the Code, in 2012 South Africa developed its own 69 

Regulation 991(R991) to regulate IYCF practices (19). In terms of R991, there are 70 

restrictions placed on the labelling and marketing and promotion of infant follow up 71 

formulae, and powdered or liquid milk being represented as suitable for infants and young 72 

children (19). Complementary feeding bottles, feeding cups and teats are also implied by the 73 

Code and the local R991 (14). Specific to this study, the marketing of BMS and products as 74 

indicated above is prohibited for infants under six months of age and promotional practises of 75 

certain ‘designated’ products (for children under 36 months) contravenes the Code. Certain 76 

country-specific regulations have expanded the definition of BMS to include pacifiers, for 77 

example Vietnam (51), but this has not been the case for South Africa. 78 

 79 

Despite the Code and country-specific regulations like R991, research has shown that 80 

companies are progressively using the internet and social media sites, as well as mobile 81 

applications to support and sell their BMS products (52). This is relevant, as in South Africa, 82 

almost 30 million out of an estimated 57 million people are active social media users (38). 83 

With this wide usership, companies are now marketing their products on various social media 84 

platforms through the use of social media influencers (24). Influencers are people who 85 

command a following on their social media profiles, categorised as mega influencers (more 86 

than one million followers), macro influencers (range between 40 000 and 1 million 87 

followers), micro influencers ( between 1000 and 40 000 followers, and nano influencers 88 

(less than 1000 followers) on one social media platform (2). These individuals have 89 

developed credibility from their followers owing to the various content that they post (25). 90 
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Influencers are identified on the social media platforms through having a verification badge 91 

or a “blue tick” next to their usernames (24). Influencers can vary from celebrities, to people 92 

who are not necessarily celebrities but have acquired a huge following from the content that 93 

they post thereby gaining popularity on the social media platforms and making careers out of 94 

marketing for various companies on social media (25). The majority of influencers in South 95 

Africa are female (56.21%) and they are aged between 18 and 34 years old (4). 96 

This study aimed to investigate how BMS were presented by South African Instagram 97 

influencers to parents and caregivers with regards to crying, sleeping and posseting of infants 98 

during the first two years of life. To support contextual comparison, we also looked at 99 

breastfeeding mentions by Instagram influencers during the same study period. Beyond 100 

frequency of mentions, we explored how infant feeding options were framed, particularly by 101 

influencers, but also by followers who engaged with these posts.  102 

 

• Advertising of BMS and other related products should not be done to the public  

• Free samples should not be given to mothers or families 

• There should be no promotion of products  

• There should be no free donations or subsidized supplies of BMS or related products in any part 

of the health care system 

• Company paid personnel should not contact or advice mothers 

• Health care workers should not be given gifts or personal samples  

• Pictures of infants or other products or text idealizing artificial feeding should not be put on 

labels or products                  

Figure 2. Key elements of Regulation 991 103 
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Methods 104 

In this study we used the digital ethnography approach (53), which involves collection of 105 

behavioural data of participants in their natural real life settings without the use of 106 

questionnaires, whereby what they say and what they do can be vastly different (54). In this 107 

study, the ethnographic approach was done online, and the researchers observed the 108 

interactions between the influencers and their followers and observed their natural behaviours 109 

without interference by the researchers. Instagram was selected as the social media platform 110 

of choice because in South Africa, about 6 million people are Instagram users and the 111 

majority of these users (54.2%) are female aged between 18-34 years old (55). 112 

 113 

 114 

Study design 115 

 116 

We used a retrospective study of Instagram posts and images using a mixed methods 117 

approach of both qualitative and quantitative methods to address the objectives.  118 

 119 

 Study setting 120 

 121 

The study setting was the Instagram platform, with a focus on posts originating from 122 

selected South African Instagram influencers. Given the nature of social media, responses to 123 

posts may have originated from anywhere. 124 

 125 

Study population and sampling strategy 126 

 127 
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The study population was all posts by South African Instagram influencers targeting 128 

mothers/parents and caregivers of infants that discussed infant feeding methods during the 129 

first six months of life during the study period of January 2018 - December 2020. This time 130 

frame was selected so that the most recent data at the time of writing up the research would 131 

be presented. As there is not a central repository that defines influencers to act as a sampling 132 

frame, identification of eligible influencers and then eligible posts was done as follows; 133 

 134 

Step 1. South African Instagram Influencer Identification 135 

 136 

The authors manually searched for the list of the top influencers who had children and 137 

posted content related to having babies in South Africa on the Google search engine using the 138 

Boolean search terms shown in Table 1. 139 

Table 1. Boolean search terms  140 

Boolean terms 

Influencers AND South Africa 

Celebrity AND Influencer AND Mom AND SA 

Influencers AND Babies AND South Africa 

Influencers AND Moms AND Babies AND South Africa  

 141 
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For each term, we reviewed the results from the first two pages and from these results 142 

and selected the URLs and associated Influencer names and handles to confirm that they 143 

were South African. Seven influencers that met inclusion criteria were identified at this stage. 144 

After selecting the influencers to be analysed in the study, the researchers clicked the 145 

follow button on their profiles in order to access their posts as they were shared. While it is 146 

possible to access posts without having formally followed the influencers, as their profiles are 147 

publicly accessible, for the purposes of this study, the researcher followed the pages of the 148 

influencers to get real-time access (access as content is shared). This approach is similar to 149 

the methods of a study that was conducted in South Africa on the marketing done by 150 

companies producing BMS on social media but without using influencers (31) .  151 

 152 

Step 2. Eligible post identification 153 

We went on the Instagram handles of the selected influencers to search for posts that fit 154 

into the post eligibility criteria for inclusion in analysis. The eligibility criteria were as 155 

follows: 156 

● The post and subsequent comments (for inclusion) should have been made between 157 

January 2018 to December 2020. 158 

● The post must be publicly accessible 159 

● Post must address infant and young child feeding practices  160 

 161 

Step 3. Data extraction 162 
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The first author downloaded the eligible posts and their subsequent comments, number 163 

of likes, link, caption and username of the influencer and saved this in an Excel database. To 164 

download the videos, we copied the links of the video posts and pasted them on this link, 165 

https://www.onlinevideoconverter.com/, and then stored the downloaded videos in an Excel 166 

database for later analysis. To download the comments, we entered the URL from the posts 167 

on this link (https://spatulah.com/), and then pressed the scrape button, and all the comments 168 

were downloaded into a file and then saved in an Excel database. 169 

Data processing and analysis 170 

 171 

The final sample of collected data included 62 eligible South African Influencer posts 172 

from the seven influencers, comprising 61 images, one video and 18 333 comments (both 173 

influencers and their followers). These data were imported into NVivo12 for qualitative 174 

analysis. Table 2 summarises the dimensions of the posts that were coded for the manual 175 

quantitative analysis. One researcher did the entire coding, and for quality purposes, the other 176 

researcher did a few spot checks on how coding was done. 177 

Table 2.  Dimensions captured for quantitative analysis 178 

Infant feeding # of posts discussing infant feeding methods for infants 

by the influencers fitting the inclusion criteria 

Crying # of posts discussing BMS in relation to crying on the 

influencers’ handles 

Sleeping # of posts discussing BMS in relation to sleeping on the 

influencers’ handles 

https://www.onlinevideoconverter.com/
https://spatulah.com/
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Posseting # of posts discussing BMS in relation to posseting on the 

influencers’ handles 

Ads # of adverts by companies producing BMS on the 

selected influencers’ pages 

Sources who was quoted in the posts as giving advice on infant 

feeding, e.g. categories of health care professionals, mother 

to mother, BMS producing companies’ representatives 

Slant Attitudes towards breastfeeding or BMS of both original 

posts and responses: Pro-BMS, Pro-breastfeeding, neutral 

Violations # of posts potentially violating R991 and the Code 

 179 

For the qualitative aspect of the study, the analysis was conducted by viewing each 180 

image/video and analysing the subsequent captions and comments that followed each post. 181 

The authors conducted framing analysis (56) of how Influencers structured the delivery of 182 

information regarding infant feeding according to their own experiences and in other cases 183 

how this was structured according to what they were promoting. The first round of coding 184 

was done by going through the Influencer posts, captions and follower comments and 185 

categorizing them into themes. Framing analysis was done on the most prominent themes, as 186 

agreed upon by the researchers. Through the framing analysis, we explored how rhetoric, 187 

analogies and metaphors in common language were used to promote or undermine the use of 188 

BMS. 189 

In order to enhance the credibility of the research, triangulation, through cross checking 190 

the posts and comments, analysis of data collected as well as auditing data for consistency 191 

was done by both authors. To enhance reliability of the study, one of the researchers 192 
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reviewed a sample of posts and checked that the way the other researcher was coding was 193 

consistent. Furthermore, the researchers discussed and revised any inconsistencies.  194 

Results 195 

South African Influencer reach 196 

 197 

A total of 62 Instagram posts that were influencer initiated and met the inclusion criteria 198 

were identified for the period of January 2018 to December 2020. As shown in Table 3, the 199 

seven influencers included in the analysis had a total number of 6 790 000 followers, 200 

representing their total audience.  In addition to the original posts, data were collected on the 201 

response and engagement of the followers through the number of likes and the number of 202 

comments each post received. Cumulatively, the 62 eligible posts received 918 299 likes and 203 

18 333 comments, which were analysed over a three-month period. 204 

 205 

Influencer (Instagram 

handle) 

Number 

of 

followers* 

Number 

of IF posts* 

Number 

of likes* 

Number 

of comments* 

n N n N 

1. Azwi Rambuda  

(Mrslitelu) 

210 000 32 132 839 340 

2. Mpoomy Ledwaba 

(Mpoomy_ledwaba) 

370 000 4 181 923 1023 

3. Nkateko Dinwiddy 

(takkies7) 

347 000 20 498 743 15 685 

4. Jessica Nkosi 

(jessicankosi) 

2 600 

000 

1 11 700 137 

5. Ntando Kunene 

(kunene_ntando) 

361 000 1 n/a 24 

6. Nandi Madida 

(nandi_madida) 

2 700 

000 

1 92 700 730 
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Table 3: Follower engagement for each influencer’s infant feeding posts 206 

 207 

There were no likes on Ntando Kunene’s video because she posted this on her stories, and 208 

posts made on this feature do not have a ‘like’ button. Therefore, it was not possible to 209 

establish how many people would potentially react to the video through likes. 210 

 211 

Influencer infant feeding focus 212 

 213 

Of the total eligible posts by influencers that were analysed, 43% were advertisements 214 

promoting products by companies producing BMS, specifically NUK, Phillips Avent and 215 

Ella’s Kitchen), and 57% of the posts promoted breastfeeding.  Of note, there was no explicit 216 

endorsement of formula feeding; however, indirect facilitators of formula were advertised by 217 

two of the three companies. Gadgets which are used to facilitate early mixed feeding (under 218 

six month of age), for example baby food makers and squeeze stations were also advertised. 219 

Of the posts promoting breastfeeding 43% were made during breastfeeding week which is 220 

usually held from the 1st to the 7th of August every year. As shown in Table 4, four of the 221 

influencers posted specifically about BMS, with some potential violations to Regulation 991 222 

recorded. There were six influencers who referred to breastfeeding during the study period 223 

and three influencers referred to both BMS and breastfeeding. Among those influencers who 224 

posted both BMS and breastfeeding posts, no clear pattern could be established in terms of 225 

the number of times they posted the different infant feeding methods. For example, Azwi 226 

Rambuda had a total of 23 sponsored IF posts, and 9 non- sponsored breastfeeding posts, 227 

7. Keke Mputhi 

(kekemputhi_official) 

211 000 3 394 394 

Totals 6 790 

000 

62 924 396 18 333 

*The source for number of posts, followers, likes and comments was the Instagram 

Influencer handles, collected in December 2020 
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while Nkateko Dinwiddy had the opposite, with 1 sponsored BMS post and 19 non-228 

sponsored breastfeeding posts. This may indicate the general preference of the Influencer 229 

with regards to infant feeding methods. 230 

Table 4. Types of posts by the influencers and potential Regulation 991violations 231 

Influencer Spons

ored BMS 

Posts 

Non-

sponsored 

Breastfeeding 

posts 

Potential 

violations of R991& 

ICMBMS 

Total Infant 

Feeding posts 

n N n % n % of 

total posts 

Azwi 

Rambuda 

23 9 22 35.5 3

2 

51.6 

Mpoomy 

Ledwaba 

2 2 2 3.2 4 6.5 

Nkateko 

Dinwiddy 

1 19 1 1.6 2

0 

32.3 

Jessica 

Nkosi 

1 0 0 0.0 1 1.6 

Ntando 

Kunene 

0 1 0 0.0 1 1.6 

Nandi 

Madida 

0 1 0 0.0 1 1.6 

Keke 

Mputhi 

0 3 0 0.0 3 4.8 

Total 27 35 25 40.3 6

2 

100 

 232 

Table 5: Post by specific type of BMS 233 

BMS type Number of posts 

Pacifiers/bottles/teats/ gadgets for 

facilitating use of BMS 

26 

complementary food for infants less 

than six months ie porridges and other 

complementary foods 

1 

Baby formula 0 

 234 
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Table 5 indicates the specific type of BMS advertised by the Influencers. There were no 235 

posts advertising baby formula, and only one post was an advert for complementary food, 236 

directed at infants less than six months of age. Most of the advertising was done for gadgets 237 

that facilitate the use of BMS. This could be attributed to awareness by the manufacturers of 238 

the implications of illegal advertising but still finding ways to advertise that are seemingly 239 

less evident. 240 

Influencer framing of BMS in relation to crying, sleeping or posseting  241 

 242 

The methods and language used by influencers to describe infant feeding, particularly 243 

BMS, was of particular interest in terms of frames related to crying, sleeping and posseting. 244 

Table 5 highlights the breakdown of the posts in relation to crying, sleeping and posseting for 245 

those influencers who posted about BMS. Only two influencers linked BMS to these issues. 246 

Specifically, Azwi Rambuda discussed BMS to help infants with sleep and to address crying 247 

infants, while Jessica Nkosi referred to a pacifier as a solution for a “fussy baby”. None of the 248 

influencers mentioned posseting or ‘spitting up’ in the context of BMS use. The other frames 249 

they discussed, for example bottles and teats mimicking the breast, are outlined in the 250 

qualitative analysis that follows.  251 

 252 

Table 6. Frequency of BMS mentions in relation to crying, sleeping or posseting, by 253 

Influencer 254 

Influencer BMS 

posts 

Crying Sleeping Posseting Other*  

N N n n N 

Mpoomy Ledwaba 2 0 0 0 2 

Azwi Rambuda 23 1 2 

 

0 20 

Jessica Nkosi 1 1 0 0 0 
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Nkateko Dinwiddy 1 0 0 0 1 

Totals 27 2 2 0 23 

*Other refers to BMS posts that were not related to crying, sleeping and posseting. These 

included marketing of BMS using other themes, for example difficulties faced by working 

mothers who are breastfeeding, 

1.  “Pacifiers soothe crying babies” 255 

 BMS manufacturers used South African influencers to spread the narrative that pacifiers 256 

are a solution to a child who cries a lot or is fussy. In the instance highlighted below, an 257 

influencer posted an image of a Phillips Avent pacifier and framed it as the best alternative in 258 

the market that helps with a child who cries a lot. 259 

The first few weeks of Sedi’s arrival, boy, he’d cry. Pretty much every second, ok, 260 

maybe not second, you do catch my drift though. Had to come up with different ways 261 

to soothe him, and a Paci was it. Not just any Paci but the smooth Philips Avent Paci. 262 

He had it for approximately four months, and in those months he slept peacefully, the 263 

crying was reduced and mommy rested too. (Azwi Rambuda) 264 

 265 

Jessica Nkosi made the same claims about pacifiers soothing crying or ‘fussy’ babies, 266 

advertising a different brand of pacifiers called NUK.  267 

 268 

2. “Bottles and pacifiers mimic the breast” 269 

 270 

Another pattern in the framing of company-sponsored posts was the use of persuasive 271 

language to sway followers into using bottles or pacifiers, through portraying them as equal 272 

to the breast. In a Phillips Avent sponsored post, an influencer uploaded an image of a 273 

Phillips bottle with a caption describing how breastfeeding is difficult for a working mom, for 274 

the baby and the caregiver. The influencer described how the Phillips Avent bottle was the 275 
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ideal solution because it mimics the breast and is ideal for combination feeding. The post 276 

explained that by using the Phillips bottle, there was some comfort guaranteed to the mother 277 

and the baby would not be fussy during the day, in this instance marketing the product in 278 

relation to crying. 279 

 280 

Being a young working mom who is still breastfeeding is quiet challenging...... Well, 281 

not just for you but also for your little one as well as the person taking care of your 282 

little you while you are at work. @philipsaventsa Natural bottle makes it all easy, for 283 

these bottles mimic the breast for easier combination feeding. That way you know 284 

your little heart is not fussy all day while you are at work. Oh and the very same 285 

containers you use to store your expressed milk can easily be turned into a Natural 286 

bottle. Easy feeding without pouring and re-pouring, ensuring hygiene for your little 287 

heart #breastfeeding #naturalbottles #youngmom #breastmilk #expressmilk #babyboy 288 

#babysedi #lesedi #avent #philipsavent #babies #bottles #naturallatch #anticolic 289 

#ultrasoft (Azwi Rambuda) 290 

 291 

This post promoted combination feeding as a solution for the “challenges” that come 292 

with breastfeeding. The fact that the influencer mentioned expressing breastmilk and used the 293 

hashtag #expressmilk as opposed to promoting infant formula explicitly does not detract from 294 

the frame claiming bottle equivalency to the breast.  295 

 296 

Bottles were not the only product using the breast equivalence frame, as depicted in the 297 

image of an influencer advertising a NUK pacifier and the caption that followed the post 298 
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 299 

 300 

Image 1: NUK-sponsored pacifier advert and caption idealising its use  301 

Instagram link for image: (https://www.instagram.com/p/BlsiW-VAKsu/) 302 

 303 

From this image, advertising is done targeting parents and caregivers with children 304 

between 0-6 months old. A clear strategy to increase the reach of the promotion message by 305 

the influencer is noted through the use of the phrase “Any new mommies that have tried 306 

them?” in reference to the pacifier. 307 

 308 

The parents and caregivers of children who cry a lot were influenced to use pacifiers and 309 

infant formula was subtly advertised through the marketing of bottles. There was no direct 310 

marketing of infant formula but marketing of gadgets and equipment that promote the use of 311 

BMS, in this case implying that the bottles and pacifiers were as good as the breast since they 312 

are “shaped like the breast”. 313 

“My NUK package arrived while I was chilling 

outside today.... How cute are these soothers... they 

shaped like breasts while breastfeeding and you can 

microwave them to sterilize them. And I’m all about 

hygiene for my little star. I’ve become a bit OCD 

over the past few months. Thank you 

@nuk_southafrica ... these are the type of things that 

make me happy gnow... Any new mommies that have 

tried them??? #TwinkleTwinkleLittleStar”(Jessica 

Nkosi)
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 314 

In a different post, Mpoomy Ledwaba shared an image of herself breastfeeding, and 315 

highlighting the benefits of breastfeeding to her followers. However, this post was sponsored 316 

by NUK, a company which produces BMS. In her caption, she directed her followers to the 317 

NUK Instagram page and encouraged them to follow the page in order to stand a chance of 318 

winning a hamper by NUK. The caption is shown below: 319 

 320 

Antibodies, vitamins, trace elements – and a lot of love: breast milk has everything 321 

your child needs for healthy development in the first months” The best breastfeeding 322 

advice I can give you is: do it your way and with love. I’m giving away a 323 

@nuk_southafricahamper to one amazing mama, all you have to do is follow 324 

@nuk_southafricaand share your unique breastfeeding journey and if you are 325 

pregnant, what you look forward to. (Mpoomy Ledwaba) 326 

 327 

This is an example of marketing of BMS that is not very apparent but may be considered 328 

a contravention, as NUK also makes bottle and teats and directing followers to their page 329 

may be regarded as promotional practise. In addition, the ‘do it your way’ mention is one 330 

often embraced by BMS companies as a way to underplay the hygiene and health risks of 331 

using their products. A more apparent advert of BMS for infants under six months is shown 332 

below: 333 
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 334 

 335 

Image 2: Influencer marketing BMS for infants less than 6 months of age 336 

Instagram link: (https://www.instagram.com/p/CHH-FPUFCn6/  ) 337 

 338 

In this post, Nkateko Dinwiddy shared that she was weaning her child and had partnered 339 

with a BMS company called Ella’s Kitchen. In the post, she directed her followers to the 340 

company’s website to get more infant feeding advice. In this image, BMS is marketed 341 

targeting infants less than six months, which violates both the Code and R991. The food 342 

packets advertised in the image are marked “from 4 months”, implying that the influencer is 343 

marketing to mothers or caregivers of infants under six months old. At the time the image 344 

was posted, the infant was less than six months old, therefore the image idealised feeding 345 

solids to infants under six months of age. 346 

 347 

Influencer framing of breastfeeding in relation to crying, sleeping and posseting 348 

 349 

AD We’ve reached another exciting milestone 

for Suri as she’s now started her weaning 

journey. I remember having a lot of fun and 

making a lot of mess with Sana when she was 

weaning, but I remember finding it a little 

daunting too. Knowing when to start, what to 

start with and how to keep it fun! That’s why I’m 

really happy to announce that I’ve partnered 

with @ellaskitchenuk to tell you about 

WEANURSURY – a brilliant new online hub 

filled with lots of helpful information, top tips 

from the experts, recipes, and so much more to 

support you on your weaning journey- Nkateko

Dinwiddy

https://www.instagram.com/p/CHH-FPUFCn6/
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Another aim of this study was to analyse the posts on breastfeeding and how this is 350 

framed by the influencers on Instagram. From the posts analysed, 57% were images of 351 

influencers breastfeeding their children and the subsequent captions accompanying the posts 352 

encouraged their followers to practice the same. Influencers who advocated for breastfeeding 353 

highlighted how breastfeeding was ideal to calm a crying baby and to aid with sleep patterns. 354 

Posseting was not mentioned in the context of breastfeeding. There was no evidence of 355 

sponsorship by companies or breastfeeding promotion organisations, e.g. GrowGreat or La 356 

Leche League, in these posts or associated hashtags.  357 

 358 

 During the annual breastfeeding week, the frequency of posts related to breastfeeding 359 

significantly increased among the influencers (43%). In this period, most posts were about 360 

influencers promoting breastfeeding and highlighting its benefits. In the example below, the 361 

influencer shared her experience with tandem breastfeeding (nursing two babies at the same 362 

time) and the benefits of exclusive breastfeeding. The image of the breastfeeding influencer 363 

and the hashtags that followed the post is shown below. 364 

 365 
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 366 

Image 3: Influencer breastfeeding while pregnant  367 

Instagram link (https://www.instagram.com/p/CAPxt9XDh3f/) 368 

 Another example of a post from an influencer encouraging her followers to breastfeed 369 

is showcased below370 

“One of my favorite things about motherhood is 

breastfeeding, so I decided I would breastfeed Nuri till she’s 

2 and even when I found out that I’m pregnant I was happy 

when my midwife told me it’s safe to breastfeed 

However, our breastfeeding had reduced to just mornings 

and evening, but the closer we are getting to the arrival of 

our new baby the clingier Nuri has gotten yes I plan on 

breastfeeding both but it seems missy is super attached now. 

Moms who’ve breastfed more than 1 baby did you 

experience this? Or just clinginess towards the end of your 

pregnancy #momtalk #breastfeedingmama#breastfeeding

#breastfeedingmom #breastfeedingweek #postpartum 

#youngmom #breastfeedingbenefits #babies #moms #preggo 

#newmom #exclusivebreastmilk”-@mpoomyledwaba
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371 

Image 4: Influencer breastfeeding publicly image and caption 372 

Instagram link (https://www.instagram.com/p/CEmlVUfF3N8/) 373 

There were other posts promoting breastfeeding by the influencers and they shared their 374 

own personal journeys with breastfeeding. Despite none of the breastfeeding posts being 375 

sponsored, we found that posts encouraging breastfeeding accounted for the majority of 376 

infant feeding posts that were shared by the selected influencers. There was little reference to 377 

breastfeeding in relation to crying, sleeping and posseting. Rather, some benefits to 378 

breastfeeding shared by the influencers were being nutritional, bonding between mother and 379 

child, and weight loss for the mother. The influencers who shared breastfeeding posts also 380 

highlighted some challenges that they encountered with breastfeeding. An example, as 381 

described in the image 3 caption, was clinginess of the infant towards weaning. Some other 382 

influencers shared how their support systems did not agree with the concept of exclusive 383 

breastfeeding and since they relied on them for taking care of their infants while they worked, 384 

their children were introduced to solids before turning six months old.  Their followers 385 

“I breastfeed openly whenever and 

wherever Suri needs. I’ve learned to block out 

the stares or the whispered comments from the 

non-approvers as I give my baby what she 

needs. My influence comes from my African 

upbringing where this approach to feeding 

babies was normalised by everyone around 

me. Don’t let anyone make you feel bad for 

what’s natural and normal. Enjoy your 

breastfeeding journey 

#normalizebreastfeeding#breastfeeding#breas

tfeedingmom”-Nkateko Dinwiddy
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responded sharing their own personal experiences with infant feeding, which is highlighted in 386 

the following section. 387 

 388 

Follower responses to Influencer frames 389 

 390 

It is worth noting that from this study, more infant feeding posts promoted breastfeeding 391 

(57%) as compared to those that promoted the use of BMS products (43%). However, as 392 

reported earlier in Table 3, the posts encouraging the use of BMS got as many likes and 393 

comments as the posts that encouraged breastfeeding. The framing of the responses to the 394 

BMS and breastfeeding posts were analysed to explore the degree to which audiences’ frames 395 

may align (or not) with Influencers. This is illustrated in Table 6.  396 

 397 

Table 7: Follower’s framing of comments relating to posts initiated by the influencers 398 

Influen

cer 

Follower Comment Framing 

 

Total 

Pro 

breastfeeding 

Pro-BMS Neutral/Ot

her 

N % n % N % n % 

Mpoom

y Ledwaba* 

534 52

.2 

2

29 

22

.4 

26

0 

25

.4 

102

3 

5.

6 

Azwi 

Rambuda* 

100 29

.4 

1

50 

44

.1 

19

0 

55

.9 

340 1.

9 

Jessica 

Nkosi* 

4 2.

9 

1

00 

73

.0 

33 24

.1 

137 0.

8 

Nkatek

o 

Dinwiddy* 

109

80 

70

.0 

1

51 

1.

0 

4 

554 

29

.0 

156

85 

85

.6 

Nandi 

Madida 

500 68

.5 

2

0 

2.

7 

21

0 

28

.8 

730 4.

0 

Keke 

Mputhi 

235 59

.6 

5 1.

3 

15

4 

39

.1 

394 2.

2 

Ntando 

Kunene 

4 16

.7 

1

5 

62

.5 

5 20

.8 

24 0.

1 

Total 123

57 

 6

70 

 54

06 

 18 

333 

10

0 

*Influencers who were sponsored by BMS companies 399 
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 400 

Influencer vs alternative frames in follower responses 401 

 402 

There were examples of influencer posts and subsequent conversations outweighing a 403 

follower’s immediate social support system around the use of BMS, pacifiers in particular. 404 

As noted below, a follower mentioned that her grandmother was against the use of pacifiers 405 

and had advised she throw her’s away. However, she was hardly sleeping at night and was 406 

reconsidering her decision following the conversations around the issue from the influencer’s 407 

post. Responding to Jessica Nkosi’s pacifier post, a follower had the following sentiments to 408 

share 409 

 410 

Wow I had to throw the pacifiers in the bin because my son’s paternal granny is so 411 

against them and I’m also a neat freak so wouldn’t give my son something dirty. Now at 412 

night I hardly sleep cos he eats every 2 hours.  413 

 414 

In this case the mother’s sleep took precedence over the infant feeding method that was 415 

ideal for the baby. Responses of the followers from the described case and other similar posts 416 

indicated that the consensus among the influencers and their followers was that giving babies 417 

pacifiers was an effective way to calm a crying baby (and catch up on one’s own sleep).  418 

  419 

In a video post, Ntando Kunene probed the opinions of her followers after her mother 420 

had suggested giving her four-month-old son solids. She was sceptical of her mother’s advice 421 

since she knew guidelines advised initiation of solids after six months of age. Responding to 422 

this, a follower mentioned how she had started her child on solids when she was hardly a 423 

month old. She gave the logic that the child cried a lot and after initiating solids, the crying 424 
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decreased. From this comment, other people giving their opinions on the conversation 425 

highlighted how they found it helpful to introduce solids to children that had not even 426 

reached a month to deal with the excessive crying. 427 

 428 

… mine seems a bit crazy but my daughter started solids when she was hardly a month 429 

old , because she used to cry a lot even after the bottle so my mom suggested I start the 430 

solids. I felt it was waaaaayyy too soon but hey it worked  431 

 432 

Another response to the video was: 433 

 434 

You waited this long? My grandmother waits for a month and then she starts feeding 435 

solids. These kids cry so much when they are hungry and sometimes milk alone 436 

doesn't do justice. 437 

 438 

Some “experienced” mothers within the comments sections also opined that the 439 

recommended six months to introduce solids was unachievable, and that the mother would 440 

have lost their mind because of an excessively crying baby. 441 

 442 

I’m a mother of three....Start as soon as they start crying from hunger, you would 443 

know, 2 months and above but the books are shy to tell the truth ..... they’ll be like 6 444 

months ... at which point you would be at a mental institution 445 

 446 

A notable finding from this and other influencer-initiated posts was that influencers 447 

seldom responded to the questions posed by the followers. In the case of the video, Ntando 448 

Kunene did not comment or give feedback to her followers pertaining to the conversation that 449 
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she had started. Due to this, it is unclear whether her inclination from the responses of her 450 

followers was more towards breastfeeding or not. This was not a sponsored post and no BMS 451 

product was advertised. However, there was enough conversation around the topic to sway 452 

the decisions that the followers who had access to the post would make.   453 

 454 

Health frames by professionals on influencers’ posts 455 

 456 

Despite regulations from the Code against it, some health professionals used the 457 

influencers’ platforms to give infant feeding advice. One such example is from a nurse who 458 

recommended the need for a baby to have a pacifier. In the comment, the nurse pointed out 459 

that some babies need pacifiers to soothe them even when not hungry, and that the pacifier 460 

helps with a good sleep at night. The comment read, 461 

 462 

I am a nurse, trust me I thought the same way before the baby arrived but reading 463 

more my anxieties were alleviated, some babies NEEEDDD a pacifier as they always 464 

want something to suck on even when they are not hungry, and it helps them sleep 465 

well at night not to mention prevention of sudden infant death. 466 

 467 

In this instance, a pacifier was portrayed as a preventative method against infant death by 468 

a health professional. 469 

 470 

Despite the popularity of pacifiers among the influencers who posted them and their 471 

followers, some other responses to the pacifier posts were against their use, citing them as 472 

unsanitary. A follower’s response to a pacifier advert by an influencer highlighted how she 473 

was not using one because of the risk they pose on exposing children to diarrheal infections. 474 
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Another follower responded that on doctor’s advice, she was not going to use a soother 475 

because she believed they are unhealthy.  476 

 477 

In spite of comments like these, the general slant in the responses were more positive 478 

towards what the influencers suggested, with some followers thanking the influencers for the 479 

suggestions on which pacifier to buy and how the pacifier helped soothe their own babies as 480 

seen in this quote: “Just gave birth two weeks back and I'm planning to get one. Thank you 481 

@mrslitelu” 482 

 483 

Frames related to sleep and hunger 484 

 485 

Belief that a child who is not well fed tends to sleep less and therefore the child’s diet 486 

needs to be complemented with BMS was popular among the followers. A follower 487 

mentioned that she started her child on solids at three months old, against the advice of health 488 

professionals; however it had turned out “great” for her; “Started at 3 months cos she was 489 

just not getting full with the milk only… It turned out great though nurses discourage it.” 490 

  491 

Although we were interested in whether BMS companies are taking advantage of 492 

parental confusion over posseting/spitting up to market their products, neither influencers nor 493 

followers mentioned posseting or ‘spitting up’ in the posts that were reviewed for this study. 494 

 495 

Discussion of findings 496 

 497 

Extent and prominence of influencer posts’ coverage 498 

 499 
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Studies have shown that young mothers rely on social media, Instagram in particular for 500 

advice, support and general information about breastfeeding and infant feeding methods (57). 501 

Through Instagram influencers, content that creates discursive communities on various topics 502 

and themes related to breastfeeding is shared, and there is a high degree of interaction 503 

between the followers and the influencers (58). The number of followers that an influencer 504 

has translates to the potential audience for these discussions and reach is established by the 505 

number of likes and comments a post receives (59).  506 

 507 

 From this study, the total number of followers of the 7 influencers that were analysed 508 

was 6 790 000. This reflects reach, the number of people who may have been directly 509 

exposed to the influencer infant feeding posts. As a ‘discursive community’ almost one 510 

million people directly engaged with the selected influencers through likes and 18 333 511 

comments were made on the 62 infant feeding posts. As noted in the findings though, few 512 

influencers responded to follower comments, which suggests that the depth of discussion or 513 

discourse was relatively superficial. In this study, three companies were identified as 514 

sponsoring Influencers to market BMS. These were Ella’s Kitchen, Phillips Avent and Nuk. 515 

Ella’s Kitchen sponsored Nkateko Dinwiddy to post BMS in the form of complementary 516 

foods for infants aged four months old. It is worth noting that the influencer involved is based 517 

in the UK, however, her followers are mainly South African, and through her post, they could 518 

access the website for Ella’s Kitchen and buy the products online. In the UK, regulations 519 

relating to the marketing of BMS may vary from those of South Africa; therefore this could 520 

indicate the tactics that manufacturers use to market their products, in the process violating 521 

regulations. The other companies - (NUK and Phillips Avent - did not explicitly market baby 522 

formula or solids, but rather marketed gadgets facilitating the use of BMS. This indicates 523 
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awareness of regulations; however, companies still find ways to manoeuvre and market their 524 

products. 525 

 526 

 BMS manufacturers take advantage of the wide audience reach the influencers have to 527 

market their products (21). The South African influencers sponsored by BMS companies had 528 

a reach of 3 518 000 followers in this study. Other studies have found that BMS companies 529 

normally spend 10-15% of their gross profits to market their products in low and middle 530 

income countries (21). However, with the advent of social media influencers, the reasonable 531 

assumption is that they spend less per post for the large audience that is commanded by the 532 

influencers when compared to traditional marketing methods, e.g. print advertisements. This 533 

could follow that fewer resources are used in the marketing of BMS to target a significantly 534 

wider audience, making it cost effective (18,24).   535 

  536 

Previous research has shown that Instagram has both negative and positive influences on 537 

its users in general (60). Due to the large potential of social media influencers to influence 538 

behaviour, increased monitoring of social media marketing should be done to regulate the 539 

activities of the BMS manufacturers. Research has however shown that social media pages 540 

with a focus on breastfeeding can improve breastfeeding intentions, enhance knowledge 541 

pertaining to breastfeeding and can provide supportive communities among breastfeeding 542 

mothers (60). These results are congruent with results from this study which showed follower 543 

appreciation and appreciation of influencer breastfeeding posts. 544 

 545 

 546 

 547 

 548 
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Violations of the ICMBMS and R991 549 

 550 

The ICMBMS together with the local R991 prohibit the marketing of BMS for use as a 551 

total or partial replacement of breast milk (14). A provision in the SA legislation is that 552 

employees of BMS manufacturers cannot contact members of the public to market their 553 

products, including via “internet sites”, which include social media platforms (31). This study 554 

revealed that several provisions of the Code were violated through the manufacturer-555 

sponsored posts that were shared by the influencers. Four influencers directly advertised 556 

BMS products to their followers, portraying them to be best decisions that parents can make 557 

for their children in terms of assisting with problems of crying and sleeping. Even if some of 558 

the products are not covered in R991, e.g. pacifiers, the companies also produce BMS that are 559 

covered in the regulation and use influencers to draw followers to their websites. 560 

  561 

In reference to a child who cries a lot, the influencers with posts addressing this 562 

prescribed the use of pacifiers. Within these posts, their followers reinforced that this was 563 

effective in calming a crying baby, providing additional marketing support to the BMS 564 

companies. In the case of this research, some influencers posted adverts for pacifiers 565 

specifically designed for infants from birth to six months old. Despite this not violating 566 

R991and the Code, this contravenes the UNICEF and WHO Guidelines for the Compliance 567 

for Advertising in Baby Friendly Healthcare facilities, which prohibits marketing pacifiers 568 

and nipple shields and regards the marketing of these as unacceptable(62).  569 

 570 

While physiological factors influence a woman’s decision to breastfeed, societal factors 571 

have been observed to play a bigger role on a woman’s infant feeding decisions (60). Recent 572 

studies have shown that breastfeeding mothers use social media for social support, seeking 573 
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advice and as a source of information (21, 22). Instagram influencers are known to create 574 

information sharing societies with their followers and BMS manufacturers use this to their 575 

advantage when marketing their products through paying influencers to endorse their brands 576 

(25). The discursive communities created on social media through interactions of influencers 577 

and followers in the comments section have the potential of reinforcing social norms that 578 

undermine breastfeeding on posts that promote the use of BMS or related products. For 579 

example, seeing an influencer using a pacifier to help her baby sleep, and giving testimonials 580 

of how this has made her life easier, as in the post by Jessica Nkosi, would encourage her 581 

followers to do the same; they might also visit the company website, which also markets 582 

infant formula.  This arguably contravenes provision 7 of the Regulation 991, stating that no 583 

person shall undertake or participate in any promotional practices in respect of BMS (19). 584 

  585 

The use of framing techniques to influence behaviour 586 

 587 

Framing theory suggests that the way something is presented to an audience influences 588 

the choices that the audience makes pertaining to how they process the information, and can 589 

be viewed as a form of agenda setting (63). From the posts and comments that were analysed 590 

for this study, it is clear that companies producing BMS were marketing their products 591 

through framing techniques used by influencers on social media, thereby increasing social 592 

acceptance and desirability to use them. These techniques include metaphors, catch-phrases, 593 

stories and artefacts. 594 

 595 

 According to the framing theory, metaphors are used when an idea or concept is 596 

compared to something else in order to create desirability (64). An example of the use of 597 

metaphors from this study was when pacifiers and teats were compared to the breast. 598 
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Specifically, on several posts, two influencers mentioned how the NUK pacifier and the 599 

Phillips Avent teat mimic the breast and were suitable for infants from as young as 0-6 600 

months in the case of the pacifier. To a follower, this can be taken to mean the teats are as 601 

good as the breast through the language that the influencers used to advertise them therefore 602 

are an ideal replacement for breastfeeding. A study on whether breastfeeding babies should 603 

be given pacifiers found that early introduction of pacifiers may lead to “nipple confusion” 604 

and may lead to incorrect latching, which undermine breastfeeding (65). 605 

  606 

Framing theory also suggests that the use of catch-phrases make a message more 607 

memorable and relatable (64). In the language of social media, catch-phrases are sometimes 608 

presented in the form of hashtags, and they make content easier to find (66). All the posts that 609 

were analysed for this study contained at least one hashtag to improve the reach of the posts. 610 

Examples of when hashtags were used in the promotion of breastfeeding included 611 

#breastfeeding, #normalizebreastfeeding. However, in the adverts, BMS manufacturer 612 

companies were hash-tagged to increase visibility of the posts. Examples include 613 

#PhillipsAvent #naturalbottles, #naturallatch. The use of hashtags and the catch-phrases from 614 

within the hashtags increases the volumes on the posts and using company hashtags could 615 

bring Instagram followers to the main company websites, where other BMS products are 616 

marketed. Such catch-phrases, when used to market BMS, can have detrimental effects on the 617 

efforts to promote ideal infant feeding practises (66). 618 

 619 

Through story-telling, a topic is framed in a vivid and memorable way to the effect that 620 

an audience can be drawn to it (64). Influencer posts analysed in this study indicated that 621 

influencers use this technique through captioning their posts with a personal experience using 622 

BMS products on sponsored posts or breastfeeding on the non-sponsored posts. According to 623 
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the theory, depending on how well the story is told through the captions or through images 624 

and videos, the targeted audience is likely to follow the recommendations from the posts 625 

(60). The visuals of influencers breastfeeding and the support they receive while doing so 626 

drew follower attention and may have aided them in the practise.  627 

  628 

In this study, there was a high level of engagement on the posts promoting breastfeeding 629 

and followers were encouraged to practise the same. Despite the common belief that 630 

breastfeeding is practised by people of low socio-economic status (13), when the followers 631 

saw people they look up to breastfeeding, they expressed motivation to copy the behaviour. 632 

The impact of marketing could therefore be beneficial to promote infant feeding according to 633 

regulations and guidelines by health authorities. 634 

 635 

Implications of violations 636 

 637 

Even though the data analysed in this study did not show direct advertisement of infant 638 

formula or porridges, there was clear use of calculated marketing techniques by companies 639 

which did not make the marketing apparent. This was done through marketing gadgets used 640 

to facilitate administration of apparent BMS, like feeding bottles. While this may indicate the 641 

effectiveness of the Regulation 991 in reducing marketing of infant formula, conclusions can 642 

be made that companies producing BMS are aware of the regulations of the Code, but still 643 

find ways of advertising their products.  644 

 645 

The use of BMS company hashtags was a subtle way of directing followers to products that 646 

are otherwise restricted from being advertised. This finding resonates other literature from a 647 

study looking at marketing of BMS in South Africa which made the same conclusions (31). 648 
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According to both  the Code and R991, the penalties that can be imposed for violating 649 

regulations include fining or imprisonment or both to companies found in violation (19). 650 

However, to date there hasn’t been any published information to that effect despite the 651 

violations by the manufacturers. 652 

 653 

Limitations of study 654 

 655 

While the posts analysed received almost a million likes and about eighteen thousand 656 

comments, reflecting reach, the sample size for the influencers analysed was relatively small 657 

(a total of 7). We might have introduced bias through the influencer selection methods used, 658 

as there is no central repository of Instagram influencers available. Restricting the sample to 659 

South African influencers does not reflect non-South African influencers who South Africans 660 

may be following, meaning that this study likely underestimates how BMS companies may 661 

be using influencers. With the use of Instagram, the influencer who makes a post is at liberty 662 

to delete a post after they have made it such that some posts may have been deleted after 663 

engagement with the public and potential influence has already been made. This was the case 664 

with the one video that was analysed as a part of this study. We had however downloaded it 665 

and its subsequent comments before it was deleted. However, this feature on Instagram may 666 

influence replicability of this type of study. The use of Instagram as compared to Facebook 667 

may also be another limitation of this study, as Facebook has more users than Instagram. In 668 

addition, the researchers did not go through a formal intercoder reliability check on the 669 

quantitative coding.  670 

Conclusion   671 

From this study, we can conclude that influencers play a crucial role in the infant feeding 672 

methods adopted by their followers. This conclusion is based on the finding that on the posts 673 



46 

 

that encouraged breastfeeding (majority of posts in this study), the followers tended to agree 674 

with the recommendations of the influencers. The same goes for the posts where the 675 

influencers advertised BMS, where the followers commented highlighting how they would 676 

adopt the recommendations of the influencers. This reinforces the conceptual framework in 677 

Figure 1, suggesting that when there is limited enforcement of regulations and guidelines, as 678 

is the case with South Africa’s R991, public marketing of BMS may result in creation of 679 

attitudes and social norms that favour BMS (40).  The unavailability of marketing of baby 680 

formula by the Influencers selected for this study may indicate that there is knowledge of the 681 

regulation against marketing of BMS by manufacturers, but they still find a way of marketing 682 

other products that are linked to BMS and which undermine breastfeeding. 683 

 684 

Recommendations 685 

Instagram as a channel of influence for infant feeding should not be overlooked. 686 

Specifically, BMS marketing on social media is cause for concern that requires closer 687 

monitoring and regulation. However, the channel of Instagram itself should not be 688 

disregarded. Rather, as the world is moving towards a more digital era, it is recommended 689 

that public health communication strategies shift focus from the traditional print messaging to 690 

social media communication; there is need to explore using influencers as a medium for 691 

information sharing. Using platforms like Instagram, where the responses from the audience 692 

can be accessed, can also be an advantage because misconceptions can be addressed and 693 

corrected given the intractability of the platforms. In South Africa, cumulatively, eight 694 

million people have access to all social media platforms (47), therefore to target social media 695 

users who are in their millions, conveying health messages through social media is 696 

recommended. There should be a section in the national legislation that deals specifically 697 
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with the marketing of BMS on social media. In addition to improvement of monitoring of 698 

marketing, BMS manufacturers should take responsibility for their marketing practises on 699 

social media platforms, such as Instagram, as they have a responsibility to comply with 700 

national legislation in countries. Influencers must be educated on doing research before 701 

endorsing brands, especially when it comes to health and specifically infant health. It is also 702 

recommended that more popular social media platforms like Facebook and WhatsApp be 703 

explored for potential violations of the Code and R991.  704 

 705 

 706 

 707 

 708 

 709 

 710 

 711 

 712 

References  713 

These can be found at the end of this report but would be located here for the actual 714 

manuscript. 715 

 716 

 

Summary of Recommendations 

 

• Update South Africa’s local policy/regulation to include pacifiers as 

BMS 

• Establish robust and sustainable monitoring mechanisms and 

enforcement of national laws and regulations 

• Invest in awareness creation programs for governments on the misuse of 

social media by BMS manufacturers 

• Use Instagram as a platform and Influencers as messengers to encourage 

breastfeeding 

• Conduct additional research to highlight the impact influencers have on 

infant feeding decisions of their followers, including other popular 

platforms such as WhatsApp and Facebook 

• Include a section in the national legislation dealing specifically with 

marketing on social media 
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CHAPTER 4. EXTENDED RESULTS 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter presents an additional table that explores the frequency with which breastfeeding 

posts mentioned sleeping, crying or posseting, which was one element of Objective 1 not covered in 

the manuscript. This chapter also includes two additional themes that emerged during analysis of 

follower responses, which were raised as potential reasons for introducing solids prior to six months. 

These include the perception of milk insufficiency and gender differences in early nutritional needs.  

 

4.2 Results 

Breastfeeding posts and sleeping, crying or posseting 

 

The frequency with which breastfeeding posts mentioned sleeping, crying or posseting, was one 

element of Objective 1 that was not presented in the manuscript (see Chapter 2). As shown in Table 

7, there was no reference to crying and posseting, and very minimal mention of crying in relation to 

breastfeeding by the influencers. Rather, an analysis of captions found that influencers discussed 

breastfeeding primarily to create awareness of its benefits. This was mostly done during 

Breastfeeding Week. They also provided emotional support to their followers. For example, Nkateko 

Dinwiddy encouraged her followers to practise breastfeeding beyond six months and on-demand 

regardless of external influence to stop breastfeeding. 
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Table 8: Frequency of breastfeeding mentions in relation to crying, sleeping or posseting, by 

Influencer  

Influencer Breastfeeding 

posts 

Crying Sleeping Posseting Other  

n N n n n 

Mpoomy Ledwaba 2 0 0 0 2 

Azwi Rambuda 9 0 2 

 

0 7 

Nkateko Dinwiddy 19 0 2 0 17 

Nandi Madida 1 0 0 0 1 

Keke Mputhi 3 0 0 0 3 

Ntando Kunene 1 0 0 0 1 

Totals 35 0 4 0 31 

 

 

The two additional themes that emerged during framing analysis were about milk insufficiency 

as well as gender differences in nutritional needs.  

 

Insufficient milk production 

 

From the comments section of an influencer enquiring about her followers’ infant feeding 

methods, some mothers replied that their bodies did not produce enough milk and this caused their 

babies to not sleep at night. This informed their decision to introduce solids and formula even when 

the babies were less than six months of age. A direct quotation from a follower responding to Ntando 

Kunene’s post is “I gave my little one formula with a scoop of purity rice at 5 days. I couldn't 

breastfeed because my body wasn't producing any milk and she kept crying at night.”  

 

Another follower commented that she was told that she did not have enough milk, therefore she 

had to make a bottle to satisfy her child and they could both sleep better: “With my first child I was 

told I didn't have enough milk so every time I breast fed I had to make a bottle on the side.” 

 

Gender differences in early nutritional needs 
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Another opinion on the influencer-initiated conversations around infant feeding was that parents 

of boys needed to introduce solids earlier than six months of age because boys generally eat more 

than girls and therefore would not get satisfied with breast milk alone: “With my first one I started at 

6 months and she would be full but with my son it was a different case, we had solids at 4 months, 

boys eat more” 
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CHAPTER 5. OVERALL DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the key findings from the study. It also includes conclusions and 

recommendations, with a focus on policy/regulation, programme implications and further research 

opportunities.  

 

5.1.1 Discussion of key findings 

 

The overall aim of this study was to investigate how infant feeding options, particularly BMS, 

are presented by South African Instagram influencers to parents and caregivers in relation to crying, 

sleeping and posseting of infants during the first two years of life.  

 

With regards to this aim, a key finding from the study was that there was reference to BMS as a 

solution for crying and sleeping by the influencers, however, there was no mention of BMS in the 

context of posseting. Previous research found that BMS companies use health claims as a tool to 

promote their products, through asserting that their products prompt an infant’s ability to sleep well 

and calms fussy babies (40).  

 

In this study, we found that despite international regulations against marketing of BMS, 

marketing by manufacturers does exists in the social media space and more specifically, on 

Instagram through South African influencers. This was also found in a similar study that was 

conducted in South Africa, but with a focus on the social media pages of the companies rather than 

on influencers (32). Another study also found that BMS companies, for example Danone, are taking 

advantage of the Covid-19 pandemic to contact mothers through the use of social media in India 

(40).  

 

In the South African context, the marketing is subtle, and this may be attributed to the existence 

of R991, which regulates marketing in the local context. This implies that companies have devised 

ways of marketing their products against R991and this includes the use of the internet, and 

specifically social media sites such as Instagram, where monitoring is still minimal. The use of 

influencers as a marketing technique on social media is on the rise (25), and this is beneficial for 
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BMS companies, because, based on the tenets of influencer marketing, the influencers portray the 

use of BMS as part of their normal everyday life and influence people who look up to them to do the 

same.  

 

Our findings also showed that from the seven influencers whose posts were analysed, five of 

them made posts related to the promotion of breastfeeding, which made 57% of the total posts that 

were analysed. Of the breastfeeding posts, 43% were made during breastfeeding week, during which 

there is increased awareness towards the benefits of breastfeeding on all media (67). From analysing 

the comments, we found that discursive communities around breastfeeding are present on Instagram, 

where mothers highly engage with influencer posts and with each other to share personal experiences 

with breastfeeding. Another study has also found similar findings (39).  

 

The first objective of the study was to describe how BMS are framed on Instagram in relation to 

crying, sleeping and posseting during the first two years of life during the study period. In relation to 

marketing BMS, a tactic used by Azwi Rambuda to frame BMS was presenting them as alternatives 

for working mothers. This was done through portrayal of breastfeeding for a working mother as 

being a “challenge”. As a solution, the influencer advised her followers to use the Philips Avent 

bottle, since it is “shaped like the breast”. This analogy was also made by Jessica Nkosi in reference 

to a pacifier. The use of analogies and metaphors in marketing has been found as a tactic to attract 

the attention of the consumer, to evoke imagery and to influence consumer attitudes and beliefs (68). 

In this case, the idea of mimicry to the breast was used to draw the consumers to the products 

advertised. This was a prominent tactic used by the BMS manufacturers through influencers to 

market BMS in this study.  

 

In the example where apparent violation of both the Code and R991 was done, Nkateko 

Dinwiddy advertised solids for infants younger than six months from a company called Ella’s 

Kitchen and directed her followers to the company’s website. In the image, the influencer is seen 

feeding her baby with Ella’s Kitchen BMS, in this instance using influencer marketing techniques, 

which rely on marketing through portrayal as personal practise (59). This technique was used by all 

four of the influencers who were sponsored by the various manufacturers to market their products. In 

the example from Nkateko Dinwiddy, the BMS was advertised as ideal for weaning for children less 

than six months of age. The WHO however guides that EBF should be done for six months and 

continued breastfeeding should be done for two years or beyond (7). By directing her followers to 
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the Ella’s Kitchen’s page, the influencer went against regulations from the Code against promotional 

practise (69).  

 

BMS companies may also align themselves to breastfeeding posts, drawing attention to their 

brand in a less obvious way than direct marketing (40). This method was used by a company owned 

by Nestlé in Singapore, where the company invested in a full-page advert highlighting the benefits of 

breastfeeding in a mother’s magazine, however, on the next page, a formula advert by the same 

company was made (31). This method appeared to align the company to messaging about the 

superiority of breastfeeding, but was also promoting their own BMS products (40).  The same 

technique was used by Mpoomy Ledwaba in this study. She posted an image of herself 

breastfeeding, and made a caption highlighting the benefits of breastfeeding, but at the end of her 

post’s caption, she directed her followers to the NUK page and mentioned that she was giving away 

a NUK hamper to her lucky followers, going against promotional practise. This post was made 

during Breastfeeding Week, possibly to align the company to breastfeeding as well. 

 

Another objective of the study was to describe the frequency of Instagram influencer posts on 

infant feeding methods overall and in relation to crying, sleeping and posseting during the first two 

years of life in the study period. During the 2018 – 2020 period, a total of 62 infant feeding posts 

were made by the seven influencers who were analysed for the study. Despite the number of 

influencers being relatively small (seven), the reach of each post was high, with the posts receiving 

6 790 000 likes and 18 333 comments cumulatively. The reach that influencers have may represent 

the potential for an increase in mothers and caregivers buying BMS and exposing their children to 

the negative effects of early introduction to solids (before six months) and sub-optimal feeding 

methods which ultimately leads to increases in infant mortality and morbidity (21).  

 

Finally, the study sought to explore the conversations on infant feeding between the influencers 

and their followers. We found that from the posts that promoted breastfeeding, the followers 

responded that they would breastfeed their own children as encouraged by the influencers. However, 

on the posts in which influencers were marketing BMS, the followers were also in agreement with 

the opinions of the influencers. This can be an indication of the level of influence carried by the 

influencers on the opinions of their followers. A study found that BMS manufacturers create web-

based communities and use these as a vehicle to promote their products to mothers and caregivers of 

infants and young children (37). This study revealed the same, that this is also done by the BMS 
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manufacturers through the use of influencers. Social media creates the ability of developing 

relationships based on perceived trust between the influencers and their followers, which cannot be 

achieved by traditional media (52). When analysing the conversations between the influencers and 

their followers, we found that there appeared to be a degree of trust in the suggestions that were 

made by the influencers as followers attested that they would consider the infant feeding methods 

suggested by the influencers.  

 

5.1.2 Conclusions  

 

With the aim of the study being to investigate how infant feeding methods were presented by 

South African Instagram Influencers to parents and caregivers with regards to crying, sleeping and 

posseting, we can conclude that influencers play an active role in the infant feeding decisions of their 

followers, though not only in relation to the three contexts as hypothesised.  Specifically, on the 

posts that encouraged breastfeeding, the responses from the followers indicated how they were 

willing to practise this, while on the posts that encouraged the use of BMS, the followers commented 

on how they would try the various BMS on their infants as well. This reinforces the conceptual 

framework in Figure 1. The framework suggests that when there is limited enforcement of 

regulations and guidelines, as is the case with South Africa’s R991, public marketing of BMS may 

result in creation of attitudes and social norms that favour BMS (40).  These may in turn affect the 

self-efficacy of the mother to breastfeed. Specifically, BMS-sponsored posts were used to address 

the infant crying and sleeping concerns of breastfeeding mothers. There is however a paucity of 

literature addressing marketing by BMS manufacturers with regards to this. 

5.2 Recommendations  

There are several recommendations that emanate from this study, broadly divided into 

policy/regulation recommendations, those related to programming and finally, further research 

needs. This report concludes by presenting the recommendations in that order. 

 

Update South Africa’s local policy/regulation to include pacifiers as BMS 

 

While pacifiers have been found to reduce the incidence of SIDS (70), there is need to consider 

revising R991 and even the Code to include them as BMS due to the health consequences resulting 

from their unhygienic use as well as their role in undermining breastfeeding, particularly if 
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introduced early (65). Findings from other studies have also suggested that infants’ exposure to 

pacifiers leads to early cessation of breastfeeding between the period of three to six months, and 

cessation of all breastfeeding by 12 months (49). Other studies have shown that diarrhoea, which 

accounts for most infant deaths, is caused by improper cleaning of teats, and this can be extended to 

pacifiers (9). Other countries such as Vietnam have already modified their local regulations to 

include pacifiers as BMS, which agrees with UNICEF guidelines which also lists pacifiers as BMS 

(51). 

 

Establish robust and sustainable monitoring mechanisms and enforcement of national laws and 

regulations. 

 

The marketing of BMS on social media as evidenced from this study and another study that was 

conducted in South Africa (31) reveal that there is minimal monitoring of BMS producers’ activities 

on social media. This must therefore be monitored, and enforcement mechanisms put in place to 

mitigate violations. Specific to social media and in the context of this study, clarification of 

violations from influencers promoting BMS should be explored, with special attention paid to who 

will be reprimanded for sponsored and non-sponsored posts made by influencers promoting the use 

of BMS. There should also be clarifications around whether an influencer posting a hashtag 

redirecting people to a site that is in violation of R991 or the Code. Considerations should also be 

made whether an influencer is responsible for what followers post in response to an initial post. For 

example, in the study a health worker was quoted giving infant feeding advice on an influencer’s 

post.  

The conclusion from this is that there should be constant monitoring of infant feeding posts 

made by influencers because of the impact their posts have on their followers. Even though studies to 

monitor the online activities of BMS manufacturers have been conducted in other countries, for 

example Mexico and USA, evidence of enforcement of regulations and laws for internet violations is 

unavailable. The WHO has developed the The NetCode toolkit for ongoing monitoring and periodic 

assessment of the Code (71), and this has been used in ten countries, excluding South Africa, which 

has not adopted its use yet (72). It is imperative that South Africa accelerates the use of the toolkit to 

monitor violations. 
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Develop awareness creation programs for governments on the misuse of social media by BMS 

manufacturers 

 

There is need for awareness creation to policy makers and government leadership to highlight 

the level of violations happening within the social media context. This can be done through creation 

of breastfeeding committees, mandated with the task of systematic monitoring, updating regulations, 

investigating violations and enforcing punitive measures for these violations on all media, and 

especially on social media. Larger-scale awareness campaigns should also be introduced to the 

breastfeeding women, to capacitate them to identify Code violations and report them, since they are 

the targets for the adverts. Companies producing BMS should be excluded from nutrition and health 

education and promotion programs. They should also not be associated with any interventions 

supporting breastfeeding to avoid association of healthy living with their brands. This  was revealed 

as a tactic used by BMS manufacturers market their products, in the process undermining 

breastfeeding (40). 

 

Use Instagram as a platform and Influencers as messengers to encourage breastfeeding 

 

Results from this study revealed that there is a significant number of posts encouraging 

breastfeeding that are shared by the influencers (57%). Other literature has also shown that   

communities encouraging breastfeeding exist on various social media platforms (30,35, 40). This 

then gives evidence that social media, through influencers, can be used as a medium for health 

communication. 

Conduct additional research to highlight the impact influencers have on infant feeding decisions 

of their followers 

 

The topic of influencer marketing and its impact on infant and young child nutrition is still 

under-researched. Additional studies utilising software to search for infant feeding related content on 

social media, other than manually searching for content as in this study should be done. Apart from 

research conducted on company sponsored influencer posts, other study populations such as 

exclusive (member only) and open mom groups on all social media platforms should also be 

reviewed.  Company websites and all online activity should be monitored in order to highlight their 

marketing practises, and to reveal the effects this has on the infant feeding methods of the followers. 
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Audience reception research is also needed to understand how followers engage with influencer 

content beyond direct interactions with the social media platform(s).  

 

Educate Influencers on need for research before endorsing brands 

 

There is need for influencers to be educated on the importance of doing due diligence in 

research before endorsing brands because they might not have knowledge that their adverts may be 

contravening health regulations. 

 

Determine reach of influencers on Instagram based on number of followers 

 

It is important to find the exact reach of Influencer posts, especially posts pertaining to infant 

feeding. On some social media platforms, it is possible to calculate the “reach” of posts, based on 

number of followers. In this study, however, this could not be established because this information 

needs to be paid for. This is an area that could warrant further analysis. 
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